In Digitizing the News Pablo Boczkowski studies new media technologies utilizing multidisciplinary approaches toward science and technology, history, and communication.
The main focus of the research is centered on the merging of existing social and material infrastructures with novel technical capabilities, a process that results in networked multimedia online newspapers. In Boczkowski's perspective, this process is relevant and legitimate in several ways: First, the invention of computer-mediated news corresponds with the tenets of the consumer-oriented global market economy and is predetermined by this economy; second, the emergence of new media results from a complicated interactive process of technological and social change. This point of Boczkowski's is very close to Leslie White's analysis of the cultural system as a series of three horizontal strata. According to White, the technological layer is foundational on the bottom, philosophical on the top, and the sociological stratum in between. Although Boczkowski does not stress the technological layer as the determinant of the social shaping, his historically oriented approach reveals the interconnectedness and mutual impact of the three strata. The appearance of electronic news finds its crucial legitimacy in the deep social need for innovative information (and artifacts) adequate to consumer practices. The author supports his analytical insights with a comprehensive empirical analysis of three case studies: The New York Times, HoustonChronicle.com, and New Jersey Online's Community Connection.
The first circle of problems Boczkowski introduces is related to hypertext and hypermedia as unique and simultaneously problematic constitutions of meaning. On one hand, Boczkowski observes that the decline of traditional standards in contemporary societies releases previously unimaginable possibilities for freedom and creativity in all spheres of life. The author stresses that the invention of hypermedia gains legitimacy through its natural inclusion in new forms of art and work. Specifically, the act of writing news accumulates different meanings as it connects in instant informational exchange the reader and the writer. The process of writing is radically reformed: No one single author disperses a single vision of our reality, and there is no one homogeneous receptive public. The news exchange is a constant dialogue, a conversation in that the borders of the classical journalism are blurred. The newsroom is a "sociomaterial space" where readers and writers constantly change their position as they jointly participate in news writing. In a larger perspective, Boczkowski states this electronic news redefines the object and objectives of contemporary journalism.
Through his theoretical introduction of the term distributed construction, Boczkowski provides us with the opportunity to perceive a postmodern destruction of conventional sense. Boczkowski asserts that enabling users to participate directly in content production results in an alternative regime of information creation. This alternative regime involves tying together an artifact configuration that inscribes users as co-users and enacts a multiplicity of informational flows, which in turn generate multiple rationalities.
The distributed construction thesis of Boczkowski leads to a second major topic. The variety of informational flows situates the reader and the writer in a position of disorientation. He or she becomes intoxicated, in a sense, with hyper-anxiety, captured as prey in the information web of e-textuality and enslaved by the links of a chain. A procedure, called "recombining" allows the electronic medium to enrich its database with information from other geographic locations, which further increases content manipulation. As early as 1996, a Columbia Journalism Review article electronically appeared on HoustonChronicle.com. The new hypertext provided an array of options, including restaurant reviews, searchable event calendars, electronic yellow pages, and interactive maps.
In effect, as numerous news sites have built networks and archives of superfluous and relevant information, Boczkowski concludes that the amazing potential of online journalism is in combining the dramatic narrative of television, film, and radio with the depth and breadth of factual print content.
Boczkowski's sensitivity to specific features of electronic texts generates another important category of questions. In his research, he writes of the uncertainty of the hypermedia. In his view, the uncertainty of the hypermedia engages a very complicated process, which is reflected in the transformation of traditional print into electronic multimedia. This not only explodes the conventions of traditional storytelling and news reporting but also destroys the linear architecture of the information flow. In other words, online journalism is original for its immediacy, multiple representations, multimedia options, flexible delivery platforms, archival access, and nonlinear narratives.
Boczkowski's research tackles the structure of hypertext. The continuous process of browsing through different sites (which contain relevant and nonrelevant information to our initial intentions) engenders a problematic position for the reader in his or her relation to the hypertext. Textual openness and discontinuity determine the montage-like composition of hypertext, which in turn complicates further the process of reception. Reading a particular news site, the reader encounters bits and pieces from various other texts, quotations from fictional and theoretical books, political references, songs lyrics, transcripts of television reports, graphic elements, sociological data, statistics, and philosophic reflections. The Internet and, respectively, hypertext seem to suffer from social exhaustion. Alexandra Glavanakova-Yaneva in Getting Lost in Hyperfiction (2003) quotes Baudrillard. According to her interpretation of Baudrillard's articles, published in Bulgarian in the middle of the 1990s, but existent in French and English in the 1980s, Baudrillard's understanding of the postmodern is the following:
Postmodern is characteristic of a universe where there are no more definitions possible. It has all been done. The extreme limit of these possibilities has been reached. It has destroyed itself. It has deconstructed its entire universe. So all that are left are pieces. All that remains to be done is to play with the pieces. Playing with the pieces-that is postmodern. (p. 152) Another perspective in Boczkowski's research is concerned with commercialization. Commercialization might reduce the Internet to a sequel of traditional media, replicating familiar relationships between media and the mass audience. As transformations of the public sphere in cyberspace become manifest, the big question concerns the quality of this new, expanding public sphere. According to Habermas's analysis of the crisis in the public sphere, the calls for further commercialization are all too familiar such that critical debate is tamed and guided by particular corporate interests (Habermas, 1978a (Habermas, , 1978b . Accordingly, the Internet's democratizing potential should not be viewed as a fail-safe recipe or taken for granted.
